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“The grace of Sharifah Siti Maryam has taken on a material form during various oc-
casions within the space of Kallang. We can learn from Ali about various encounters
he has had with djinns [or spirits] while residing in the shrine. One such occasion that
we all remember is when they were trying to redevelop the area surrounding the old
kampung into a riverside park through clearing projects. Workers and the bulldozer
[Jentolak] were sent to push [tolak] the tree that is central to the shrine, but what

we saw instead was heavy djinntolak [spirits pushing], they didn‘t let the tree move.
These spirits while heavy and powerful, and residing in the shrine, leave no trail and
are invisible even to devotees, but show themselves to people who obstruct the kera-
mat.”

Abas Al al-Aydarus, Traditional Healer, Sungei Siput (Perak), 2009







referred to by devotees as Panglima Puteh and Panglima Hi-
tam). Like “traditions of ethno-history among India’s coastal
and maritime communities”, the traditions of ethno-history in
this part of Islamicate Singapore revolve around miraculous
migrations of holy men and women across the Indian Ocean
and the foundation of Muslim settlements through the arrival
of seafaring sayyids and sayyidahs. | must admit that | have
struggled (perhaps due to positivist methods of research)
with how these testimonies have been ambiguous over the
precise date or period of, or visions of the earlier-interned
saint that led to, the establishment of Siti Maryam's mau-
soleum that appears to be a popular Muslim shrine by the
early twentieth-century.* However, the seeming lack of “his-
torical” detail or chronology is a secondary concern to “tradi-
tions of ethno-history” that provide exceptionally rich detail
on how an Alawi sayyidah saint, or patrilineal descendant of
the prophet Muhammad through Ahmad bin ‘Isa, ‘the Mi-
grant' (d. 956), was: firstly, plugged into nineteenth-century
Indian Ocean maritime networks preserved by trans-oceanic
mercantile, genealogical and Islamic relationships, and pos-
sibly, new travel routes facilitated by the maritime geogra-
phy of pax brittanica; and secondly, central to the foundation
of a majestic Muslim settlement at Sungei Kallang marked
by its shrines, religious schools, ulama and Islamic publica-
tion centers, a stark contrast to the pre-Siti Maryam Sungei
Kallang that merely found temporary (and at times, belliger-
ent) populations of Orang Suku Laut, Javanese, Bugis and

Bawean.®

As students of history, we struggle with “traditions of eth-
no-history” that involve stories, dreams, visions or hearsay
related to a golden age and majesty of the keramat, noble
genealogies or roots of the saint, miraculous and arduous
travels and maps, and magical or miraculous powers of the
keramat (powers that range from ending the lives of individu-

als attempting to disturb the existence of the shrine to pro-
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viding Siti Maryam's intermediary, Wak Ali, aimost-physical
encounters with God and His intermediary, Siti Maryam).
One way out of this impasse is paved by Carl Ernst who
suggests “Western modes of literary criticism” that reject
the “inauthentic” and “spurious” nature of orally-transmitted
sufi “oral discourse literature” often ignore the “internal criti-
cal categories” and didactic functions of such sources.® Like
Ernst, the historians of colonial Africa, Steven Feierman and
Luise White, propose that oral sources that "appear irrational
in terms of the logic of academic historical narratives” can
serve as historical evidence proper since they provide unpar-
alleled insights into the didactic value of such oral sources
within the worlds of narrators.” As White says, privileging ru-
mour, gossip and fantasy — prime resources for the study
of non-literate saint cults such as Siti Maryam’s — allows us
to access the “very stuff of history, the categories and con-
structs with which people make their worlds".® If we adopt
such an approach to the history of Siti Maryam, oral sources
are not simply a “repository for inert chunks of the past”, but
rather more complex insights into worlds of storytellers pre-
occupied with perpetuating the vilayat (sanctity) and baraka

or berkat (spiritual power) of the saint among followers.®

The oral traditions on keramat Siti Maryam, coloured by
oblique references to ‘real’ events, could on the one hand,
trouble the conventional historian but on the other, excite the
historian searching for the aforementioned “real stuff of histo-
ry" because they provide exceptional detail on an Islamicate
devotional religion of informants. This ‘religion’ of informants
was one preoccupied with basic questions of power such
as the power to survive epidemics, be healed from sickness
and secure employment, powers that the saint possessed
and her powerless clients attained through devotion to her.'®
For example, throughout the historical memory of Siti Mary-
am's life, she figures as the magical healer of illnesses, facili-

tator of healthy climate or weather, securer of employment

"This space Is sacred, | have been visiting the keramat since | was young and have
seen various supernatural incidents. The area has plants of various species where
spirits reside and no one can have the audacity to iImpinge upon its sovereignty. Al
always said that spiritual beings visit the keramat but | saw it for myself one day, Afte
| had finished work — | used to be a barber at a tree behind [northeastern side of the]
shrine — | fell asleep only to be waken up by a vision. | was shocked when | saw the
faces of Hang Tuah, Hang Kasturi, Hang Jebat, Hang Lekir and Hang Lekiu on the five
trunks of the tree. | then wrapped five pieces of yellow cloth around the trunks of

a tree with five stems — It was opposite the tree | worked at. Other spirits are at the
shrine always to watch over people and reveal their powers whenever there Is mis
conduct.”

Wak Alyim, Custodian, Keramat Siti Maryam, Sungel Kallang, 2009



and trade and markets, and protector of various groups
such as fishermen, sailors, travelers and coastal commu-
nities in Singapore, Malaya and the Nusantara (Indonesia)
through interceding with God on their behalf and through
her ‘sea knowledge." Comparing such anecdotes with avail-
able written records allows researchers to further access
the wulnerable nineteenth-century ‘small town' worlds of
narrators and story-tellers.' Indeed, the “small settlements
on the islets among the mangrove-swamps [... where resi-
dents] suffered a great deal from malaria” appear to have
provided the ideal setting for the revelation of Siti Maryam's
miraculous healing or therapeutic powers both during her
lifetime and beyond (via the mausoleum at the erstwhile ma-
laria colony).™ Similarly, colonial and post-colonial records
on municipal engineering or urban development in Sungei
Kallang should complement stories of Siti Maryam's ability to
alleviate residents’ (both living and interned) and devotee’s
anxieties through stalling bulldozers, inspiring awe, deter-
mining the life and death of urban developers, and invoking
the flora of the “space of keramat” to refuse removal through
methods ranging from bleeding to birthing children. Further-
more, perhaps geared towards addressing the dangers of
coastal communities, we find numerous oral traditions per-
taining to: firstly, animals from the sea including snakes and
crocodiles that were subjected to devotion by Siti Maryam,
and protected her shrine and in turn, her intermediaries such
as Wak Ali who has a kembar ular (twin snake) or kembar
buaya (twin crocodile); and secondly, the epistemic rupture,
fath or ‘opening’ of human reality, facilitated by Siti Maryam
through plunging her “younger brother” Wak Ali into the sea,
protecting him for periods ranging from six to seven days at
a go without any oxygen-support machines, and rescuing
him through visions, voices and cahaya (light, as revealed
by God)."

These oral traditions on keramat Siti Maryam are more sig-
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nificant if we consider the relatively marginal position of care-
takers, patrons and devotees of the shrine in contemporary
Singapore. Beyond simply being part of the debated cate-
gory of “working class”, the transmitters of traditions appear
to struggle to “carve out unlicensed and unregulated spaces
beyond the [modern, bureaucratic] state's reach” through
keeping alive a memory of an age of Islamic grandiose and
ultimate sovereignty of the sufi.'* Traditions preoccupied with
the powers and sovereignty of the keramat have little to say
about the extra-shrine transformations of the “Malay Burial
Ground” such as: the January 1940 “indenture of convey-
ance” (the trustee purchased two properties at 438 and
440 Pasir Panjang Road for the Ground’s maintenance); the
acquisition of the Ground by state authorities In 1982; and
the authority of the present mutawalli (trustee of the religious
endowment, wagf Malay Kallang Burial Ground), the Majlis
Ugama Islam Singapura (MUIS) over matters and the exist-
ence of the shrine complex. Wak Ali’s historical memory for
instance, is mainly preoccupied with establishing the sover-
eignty of the keramat over both ‘real’ bodies or institutions
and supernatural challenges, and defending a customary ls-
lam at play at the Kallang keramat which was dismissed by
reformist Muslims as being “unorthodox” or even “un-lslam-
ic” but indeed, spiritually superior to simply “exoteric displays
of religion”. Furthermore, almost preempting literate, reform-
oriented critiques of oral traditions based on literal interpreta-
tions of ‘orthodox’ texts, Wak Ali and Abas Ali regularly re-
minded me of how: orally-transmitted traditions were merely
imitating the Quran and hadith which were orally transmit-
ted; their hagiographical anecdotes were derived through
chains of “reliable mouth to mouth” transmission that appear
modelled upon similar chains or isnad used to validate the
pedigree of hadith; the dreams or visions of Siti Maryam (a
heir of the prophet Muhammad) operated as a secondary
form of revelation for devotees'®; and, how the iimu (esoteric

religious knowledge) Wak Ali has gained through devotion to

"The tree at the eastern end of the keramat contains a passageway that is the point

of entry for spirits — this is the entry into the cave, cave is like a palace [...] Before this
there was the tomh — this big hut that surrounds the tomb and the place | live in were
all bullt with the donations of a Chinese businessman. There are too many episodes
of people coming here and being blessed to survive epidemics, to be healed from
sickness and secure employment. She is the healer of illnesses, protector of fisher-
men, travelers and coastal communities, interceding with God on their behalf. Bless-
ings are a two way process, We must believe wholeheartedly and then we can see her

powers in aur lives, "






"Whosoever tried to undertake this [act of felling the tree], especially they who held
negative intentions, had received their conseguences...in the midst of their attempt
to cut the branches and twigs, suddenly they saw a male child of eight years of age

materialise and exit from inside the shrine. They were all flabbergasted and didn't

know how to react. Thelr whole bodies were drenched with cold sweat as they were

fettering with fear [...] [on a separate occasion] both those laborers had already

climbed upon this tree but, without proceeding, had fallen off and immediately died.

Another event that was strange but true occurred when a group of workers |...]
[were] sawing a branch of this tree, suddenly blood flowed and trickled out, spilling

from the tree. The worker panicked and immediately ran back abandoning the space

He fell ill and people say, he died [...]"

Hj. Nordin Lisut, Writer, Darah keluar dari pokok yang ditebang (Blood flowed out

from the tree), 1987












"People of the four kampungs moved out following works to clear the area. The resi-
dents concentrated in the PWD quarters paid their obeisance daily [...] | cannot stay
away from the shrine, as a kuasa [power] pulls me back [...] | worked with the coast
guards, who called me whenever they needed someone to undertake risky operations
[...] On one such diving expedition, | went to the bottom of the ocean and heard

the voice of Kak Siti Maryam. | could not see her face but her voice sent a shudder
through my body and gifted a smell that was extraordinary and from another world -
she told me that | was not to leave her shrine!”

Wak Ali Janggut, Custodian, Keramat Siti Maryam, Sungei Kallang, 2008









before it — reception or consumption — but also questioning
the dutiful attitude with which people approach “art” — be it
within the academy, museum, biennale, convention, Whilst
ethical issues are always present in exhibition making, this
particular case took on an added dimension because the
exhibition was dealing with objects from a particular time and
culture, leading one to confront seemingly contrasting con-
cepts about the right to know and the ability to question. The
premise of the museum, circumscribed within a larger non-
territorial postcolonial state, aimed at deliberating pedagogy
coupled with the ability to tell and know, required a sort of
a fluid reconstitution in its curatorial method towards sacred
materials; even highlighting the not so easily reconciled as-

pects of contemporary devotional culture.

Whilst it may be worthwhile launching into a philosophical
or deconstructive discussion, there are practical considera-
tions too, which seem to always get taken for granted; re-
ferring to all the forced compromises and what may even
be called ‘real’ differences in exhibition making. In what oc-
curred as this project unfolded, the practical concerns of se-
lecting what gets to be exhibited, their conservation and the
overall maintenance of museological standards, remained
somewhat irreconcilable with the scholarly persistence of
meaning-making attached to the exhibition. Perched within
the context of the museum, could | (as curator) really insist
that these scavenged ‘objects’ be reproduced as art forms
and confidently assert to the audience that it be regarded as
such? Where for instance, does one draw the line between
a museum’s role in generating discourse and debate and its
responsibility to its source communities? The easy answer
to such a dilemma is that more often a fine balance had to
be actively sought and at other times sacrifices were made.
What drove the curatorial principle was a particular fixation on
the gap that seems to exist between contemporary modes

of presentation in museums and their popular audiences.
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The strategy became one of resisting a formal ethnographic
display but still drawing upon theatrical aesthetics, but also
emphasising a sustained discursive experience where the
various dialogues and tensions between the different col-
laborators of the project remained at the core — only to be
disturbed by the exhibitionary experience of the audience,
held within their own physical, intellectual and emotional idi-
osyncrasies. The approach demanded some amount of risk
taking and perhaps even an eagerness to venture into diffi-
cult terrain; and while the experimental spirit may be a cause
for ‘celebration’, the chances of conveying unintended mes-
sages are also high and so are the costs of failure. As a
result, it is intended that the gallery space perform a cryptic
form of expression, seeking to engage popular myths and
enabling a sensory confusion, remaining cognizant that such
a ploy can always backfire and end up reinforcing the very
predicaments it sought to address. Perhaps, the curatorial
dilemma, which existed at the start of the project, continues
and manifests itself in a differentiated form, where it can only
take effect if one accepts that if the risks are genuine, there
will be failures too.

“You see we are nabodies hut once this area was majestic, we must tell these stories.

These staries or traditions that have been transmitted from mouth to mouth are his-
torical memory of our community, we are entering and passing on the past, through
these stories and surviving architectural signs of the saint. Look around, these are real
settings, this whole space, structure shows that these stories are real, these things we

tell you actually happened — this is histary, not myth-tales or entertainments, the his-

tory of people attached to the keramat.”

Wak Ali Janggut, Custodian, Keramat Siti Maryam, Sungei Kallang, 2009









The Sufi and the Bearded Man: Re-membering a Keramat in Contemporary
Singapore was initially conceived in 2009. It features the keramat of a nine-
teenth-century Sufi traveler from the Middle East who lives on in contempo-
rary Singapore through her miracles and her shrine, which was exhumed in
2010. Re-membering the keramat has involved a two-year-long project of
collaborating with Wak Ali Janggut (Mohamed Bin Hassan), an intermediary
of the Sufi and custodian of the masoleum referred to by fellow devotees
as "the bearded man". These conversations culminated in the keramat and
its life-worlds entering the Museum, a transition animated by the display of
photographic evidence, material remains or artefacts, anecdotal histories
and related documents. Considering alternative ways to recount and un-
derstand heritage, The Sufi and the Bearded Man, calls attention to devo-
tional culture, lesser-heard narratives and esotericism in Singapore.

We are thankful to Wak Ali, Wak Aiyim, Wak Isa, Wak Aur, Mohamed Rid-
hwan, Abas Ali al-Aydarus, Fadzli and Wak Yusof for their sustained contri-
bution in this project. We would also like to acknowledge the support of Vi-
nay Pathak, Manijit Singh, Ghouse Khan Surattee, Hassan Al-Attas, Hashim
Bin Abdullah, Bohari B. Selamat, Kok Wah Seng, Patrick, Lawrence Chin
and Devika d/o Murugaya.




